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WITHERINGE HOUSE





Witheringe House. That was the name of the new house. Though it wasn’t new, really. It had been Father’s when he was a child.


Still, it was new to me. I had never been there. All I knew of it was the name.


Witheringe House.


I have always paid attention to words and the way they fill my ears. There are words I could hear over and over again, like seashell. And there are other words, like custard, that make my stomach flip. Witheringe House. I tried it in my mind and found I couldn’t enjoy it. The sound of it was too much like –


‘Like a withered limb.’ Zenobia finished the sentence for me. ‘Like an apple left in the sun, turned soft and small.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t do that,’ I told her.


‘I can’t help it,’ she said.


It was true, she couldn’t. Zenobia didn’t read minds exactly, but sometimes other people’s thoughts passed through her, unbidden. ‘The same as a shiver,’ she said when she described it to me.


‘Like a shrivelled head,’ she said now, softly.


I turned to look down the length of Platform Seven. ‘Father’s taking a long time with the tickets,’ I said. ‘And I can’t see him at all, not in this …’


I waved a hand at the fog, cold and grey and velvet, hanging over the platform. ‘I could see him over the crowd a moment ago but now’ – I stood on my trunk and tried to find Father’s bowler hat bobbing above the heads of the passengers waiting to board – ‘now I’ve lost him.’


Zenobia clasped at the greyness with her thin white hands and gathered it close. ‘I think there’s something deliciously bleak about fog, don’t you, Elizabeth?’


‘No. And the train leaves in seven minutes and if –’


‘I wish I could keep a scrap of fog in my pocket for whenever the weather got oppressively nice.’


I went up on my tiptoes, but there was still no black hat to be seen.




*





The train at Platform Eight pulled away and smoke mixed with the fog. I covered my ears against the heavy creaking sound the train made leaving the station. When the creaking faded I heard another noise.


Someone whistling. A light, cascading tune.


It filled me with dread.


‘Listen,’ I hissed, and Zenobia did.


She frowned. ‘It’s the aria from –’


‘From The Magic Flute,’ I finished. ‘I hope Father’s not in earshot.’


Zenobia nodded gravely. ‘Hearing that tune in his present condition – well – it may prove the last straw,’ she said.


Our train arrived. The waiting passengers became a surging crowd that elbowed and pushed and waved tickets around in the air. Still no Father. Maybe he had gone and left me behind, just as Mother had done.


But then I saw the black hat and, underneath it, Father coming along the platform. His eyes slid over me and he walked straight by. I wasn’t surprised. I am small and quiet, the kind of girl it is easy to walk past without seeing.


I sprang down from my trunk, scraped past the woollen coats of the crowd, and caught at his sleeve.


‘There you are, Elizabeth!’ He turned and looked down at me. ‘The train’s about to leave.’




*





Aboard the train, in our compartment, Zenobia clicked open her silver pocket watch. ‘Eleven twenty-seven,’ she said. ‘Four minutes behind schedule.’


I pressed my palm to the window. Outside, there was only fog. I had planned to spend the journey looking through the glass, as the city unravelled into countryside. I had hoped –


‘Yes, but it is Tuesday.’


‘Pardon?’


‘You wanted to have your nose pressed up against the window all the way to Witheringe House, but you didn’t account for the fact it’s Tuesday morning.’


‘And?’


‘And,’ she finished, ‘Tuesday mornings are almost invariably gloomy.’


I sighed. It was a shame because I had hoped –


‘Personally,’ she said, ‘I find fog more interesting to look at than fields or forests or rivers. They’re all so dull – so utterly predictable. But fog! Anything could be hiding under this fog. It’s got so much more potential.’


I had hoped the sight of fields and forests and rivers might have cheered Father. He sat across from Zenobia and me. A book lay open on his lap, but his eyes weren’t following the words across its pages and his face was blank.


I wanted to ask Father about the new house, and how he remembered it from when he was a boy. But I didn’t want to break in on his thoughts. Father hated being interrupted, and it had seemed particularly wise to leave him in peace since the evening Mother had failed to return from the opera.


After Mother left, Father didn’t yell. He didn’t cry. He just, somehow, stopped. He stopped going in to his work at the museum. He stopped writing articles about seed dispersal patterns in the dandelion genus, and he stopped dictating letters to the editors of the Journal for Modern Biology. Envelopes addressed to him lay uncut, and The Times lay unread, beside his plate at breakfast.


I watched him and tried to decide if he felt angry. Or sad. Or nothing.


Three days after Mother left, I was at her dressing table. I was letting my fingers run very slowly across the pointed teeth of her hair comb. Zenobia came up behind me.


‘She’s never coming back, you know,’ she said.


I didn’t want Zenobia to be right. But I remembered the night Mother left. She was wearing her emerald evening gown. Its sequins were like scales and she flickered down the stairs like some kind of tropical fish. When she bent to brush her lips against my cheek, she stopped halfway and looked at me, confused. I think she had already started to forget who I was.


And then, a full twelve days later, there came a pink envelope with a note inside. Mother, as she explained in her flowing hand, had run off with the opera singer who understudied for the role of Tamino. She would follow The Magic Flute as it toured the opera houses of Europe. To Munich, Vienna, Prague, Bratislava. She had no plans to return.


I read the note when Father had finished with it, and I believed every word, except for the two at the end where she signed herself off: ‘Love always’.


A sharp rap came at the door of our compartment.


‘Refreshments?’ A man in a brocade waistcoat held the tea trolley steady. Father answered his question with a nod. The man set down a silver teapot and two cups on a table that unclipped from the wall. With silver tongs he placed a biscuit on each saucer.


Zenobia looked at the two cups and the two saucers and the two biscuits.


‘Excuse me,’ I began and the man in the waistcoat leaned in with one ear towards me to show he hadn’t heard. I straightened in my seat and made my voice as loud as it would go.


‘Excuse me,’ I said again, ‘but we need another cup.’


Zenobia cleared her throat.


‘And another biscuit,’ I finished.


Father put the ends of his fingers to his temples and closed his eyes. When he opened them he said, ‘I hoped Zenobia might stay behind. Must she accompany us all the way to Witheringe Green?’


‘I expect so,’ I told him, ‘as she is on the train with us now.’


The man was looking at the gold buttons on his waistcoat.


‘She’s far too old for an imaginary friend, of course,’ Father said to him, ‘but perhaps you could humour her.’


‘Certainly, sir.’


I saw the ends of the man’s moustache twitch, but if he laughed at Zenobia or me, he waited until he had wheeled the trolley away.


‘Imaginary friend indeed,’ muttered Zenobia while I poured her tea.


Zenobia is not imaginary at all. It is true no one except me can see her or hear her, but that doesn’t mean I dreamed her up. Besides, as she so often likes to point out, it’s unlikely that someone as dull or as timid as I could ever imagine someone like Zenobia.


But if she’s not imaginary, she’s not quite real, either. For a start, Zenobia is pale. Very pale. Almost translucent in direct sunlight. And the irises of her eyes are black as tar. There’s a faintness about her that makes it hard to tell where she ends and the rest of the world begins. And when she’s upset or irritated, strange things – unnatural things – have a tendency to happen. It’s like the thought-reading: she can’t exactly help it. Or, at least, she says she can’t –


‘Urgh!’ Father spat his mouthful of tea back into his cup. He used his handkerchief to wipe droplets of tea from his beard.


‘I think,’ he said as he refolded the handkerchief, ‘there’s something amiss with the tea.’


‘There is?’ I looked into my cup. It seemed fine. I tasted it. It was fine.


‘Yes, there is,’ he said. His face was still screwed up in disgust. ‘Perhaps it has been steeped too long.’


I peered over the rim of his cup. It was filled with a thick black liquid. Bubbles formed then burst across its surface. ‘Yes,’ I said and I looked at Zenobia, who was looking up at the ceiling, ‘perhaps that’s it.’


I finished my tea. Father let his go cold in front of him. Zenobia consulted her watch. ‘Twelve thirteen,’ she said. ‘Over three hours to go.’


She pulled a book out of her pocket. It had a cardboard cover and its title read, in smudged type, The World Beyond. Under this, in smaller type, was ‘One Famed and Celebrated Clairvoyant’s Guide to the World of the Spirits’. Underneath this, in big letters, was the name of the Famed and Celebrated Clairvoyant herself: Madame Lucent.


Zenobia’s latest obsession was clairvoyance.


When we were younger it had been anatomy, and Zenobia’s pockets had rattled constantly with bird skulls and mouse bones.


Last summer it had been fortune telling. Zenobia was forever looking in my teacup or inspecting the lines of my palm, then lengthily listing the misfortunes – shipwrecks and pinching shoes and incurable bouts of hiccoughs – she saw for me in my future.


And ever since she had tired of fortune telling, it had been clairvoyance. There was nothing – at least for now – that fascinated Zenobia more than ghosts. And this was unfortunate because there was nothing I was more afraid of than –


‘Well, that’s not true,’ she said.


‘Excuse me?’


‘You were about to think that there’s nothing you’re more frightened of than ghosts. The correct nomenclature, by the way, is “Spirit Presence”. And it’s simply not true that there’s nothing you’re more afraid of. I happen to know you’re frightened equally by almost everything.’


‘I don’t think –’


‘Seagulls!’


‘Yes, but only when they’re swooping. Or when they look as if they might swoop.’


‘Hardboiled eggs!’


I shuddered. ‘Too much like eyes.’


‘Snakes.’ She was counting on her fingers now. ‘Music boxes. Gloves without hands in them. Should I continue?’


‘I think you’ve made your point.’


Zenobia opened the book, drew out the raven’s feather she used for a bookmark and, holding it between her teeth, began to read.


I can’t sense other people’s thoughts, but I knew Zenobia well enough to know what she was thinking: that in the new house she might finally encounter a Spirit Presence.


I watched Zenobia while she read. She was too absorbed in her book to notice how I shivered.




*





At the next station, the door to our compartment opened and two girls came in. One tall, one small, and both in school uniform. The small one took the seat by Father and the tall one, before I could stop her, sat squarely on Zenobia. Almost immediately, she sprang up again. Her face was pale and her teeth chattered. She folded her arms tight around herself.


‘What’s the matter this time, Cecilia?’ Annoyance flickered over the small girl’s face.


‘The cold,’ said Cecilia. ‘Didn’t you feel it?’


‘I didn’t feel anything.’


Cecilia stared at the place where Zenobia sat. ‘I felt it,’ she said. ‘I felt it even in my teeth and in my hair. I’ve never felt so cold.’


‘Well, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


Cecilia turned about the carriage. ‘There must be a draught,’ she concluded. And she sat on her case on the floor.


Zenobia smiled and went on reading her book.




*





‘How long to go?’ I asked Zenobia when the small girl and the tall girl had left. She snapped open the silver watch. ‘Fifty-three minutes,’ she said, ‘if we’re running on time.’


She went back to her book. I went back to the fogged window.


The thought that the train would soon stop – that I would have to get off at a strange station, go to a strange house and start to call it home – was like something sharp stuck in my throat that I couldn’t swallow away. Then again, perhaps things might be different in the new house. Maybe Father would talk to me at breakfast and dinner, or leave the door to his study open so I could come and stand by him while he worked, or even invite me to accompany him on his afternoon walks. Maybe he would stop remembering Mother was gone and start remembering I was still there.




*





When the train pulled away from Witheringe Green, Father, Zenobia and I were the only figures on the platform. If anyone else had got off the train they had quickly been lost in the thickening fog.
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MRS PURSWELL





All I could see outside the car window was fog. I stared in front of me instead, at the back of Father’s head and the head of the driver who had met us at the station house.


‘Dr Murmur?’ he had asked, appearing out of the fog. ‘For Witheringe House?’


‘That’s right,’ said Father.


‘Mrs Purswell sent me,’ said the man, and Father nodded. It seemed he knew who Mrs Purswell was.


The man drove us out of the station and past the village of Witheringe Green, though I couldn’t see it through the greyness. We started up a hill so steep it was almost vertical. Halfway up, the driver stopped.


‘Witheringe House,’ he said. ‘Or the gates, anyhow. The rest of the way is too steep for the car.’


He walked ahead carrying a lamp so we could see in front of ourselves. I strained to catch sight of the new house. But apart from the skeleton shapes of trees and a glinting that might have come from the glass of a window, I saw nothing but fog.


As I came closer, I started to make out the outline of the house. It was stone, the same grey colour as the fog, and its roof was turreted and shingled. It looked like it had stood empty a long time.


On the crumbling front step of the new house, stood a sharp-faced, sharp-eyed woman. A worn crocodile-skin bag sat at her feet.


‘Mrs Purswell,’ said Father. ‘I hope you haven’t been waiting long.’


‘I’ve just arrived, sir,’ she said.


‘Just arrived?’ Zenobia’s voice came close in my ear. ‘She looks like she’s been standing there a hundred years, exposed to all the elements.’


‘She does look,’ I admitted, ‘a little weather-beaten.’


‘She looks like one of those gargoyles’ – Zenobia pointed up – ‘has crawled down from the roof.’


I didn’t look where Zenobia pointed. Gargoyles, with their bulging eyes, frighten me.


‘Of course they do,’ muttered Zenobia.


At the same time, Father said, ‘Mrs Purswell, this is my daughter, Elizabeth.’


Mrs Purswell nodded at me. Her eyes passed over the place where Zenobia stood.


‘I’ve engaged Mrs Purswell as our housekeeper once more,’ Father said. He spoke to me, not Mrs Purswell, who had plucked a brass key from the key ring rattling at her hip and disappeared through the door into the greeny-dark insides of Witheringe House.


Father followed her, and Zenobia and I went next, feeling small under the high ceilings of the front hall.


The hall opened on to a large room. At one end of it a broad staircase went up three levels. Half-dead palm trees in porcelain pots drooped either side of the stairs. At the other end a dusty tapestry hung from the ceiling. Its fringed edge drooped on to the floor. Mrs Purswell yanked the curtains open and light spilled thinly in.


‘Oh!’ Zenobia clasped her hands together. ‘It’s like a solemn congregation of spirits!’


She was talking, I guessed, about the furniture veiled with white dust sheets. But Mrs Purswell, finished with the curtains, was soon whipping off the sheets and folding them into neat squares. And then the shrouded shapes weren’t spirits at all. Just furniture. But strange furniture. Dressers and sideboards and winged armchairs that looked like the serious grandparents of the furniture Mother had chosen for our house in the city.


‘Some people –’ Zenobia eyed Mrs Purswell – ‘have no regard for atmosphere.’


I said nothing. I hoped the armchair-ghosts and sideboard-ghosts were the only spirits haunting Witheringe House.


Zenobia’s scornful eyes were on me now. ‘Well, I hope you’re wrong,’ she said. ‘And there’s only one way to find out.’


She took her watch from the folds of her dress and buffed it with her sleeve. Then, pretending to be interested in the needlepoint pattern of a cushion Mrs Purswell had just plumped, she began to swing the watch on its chain. It made slow silver circles in the gloom. This was from The World Beyond by Famed and Celebrated Clairvoyant Madame Lucent, Chapter Three: ‘How to Locate the Mysterious Presences at Work Around You, in Five Simple Steps’.




Step One: To determine if a Spirit is Present in your Home or Surrounds, first Ostentatiously display something Shiny. Spirits, like Magpies, are attracted by things that Glint or Sparkle. Hold your Shiny Thing so it is easily visible and as you do so pay Close Attention to any Changes in the Atmosphere about you. Does a Door Creak? Do you Feel a sudden Chill? Does the mist of Spirit Breath appear on the Surface of your Shiny Thing?





Zenobia stilled the watch’s chain and brought its ticking face closer to her own. She inspected it carefully.


‘Well?’ I asked.


‘I think,’ she said, ‘there was a faint misting on the watch case. But it’s gone now.’


Mrs Purswell was talking with Father. ‘I shall give the house a good airing,’ she was saying, ‘and then I shall make up the bedrooms. I expect you’ll take the large bedroom closest to the library, Dr Murmur?’


‘Very good,’ said Father.


‘And for Miss Elizabeth –’ She looked me up and down. It was a look that made me want to stand up straighter. I pushed my shoulders down and uncurled my spine. ‘The only room suited to a child –’ she spoke over my head – ‘is the nursery.’


I felt a creeping red come over my face. I was definitely too old for the nursery.


‘Not the nursery,’ said Father firmly. ‘In fact, Mrs Purswell, it won’t be necessary for you to open the East Wing at all. Nor for you to poke around in it, Elizabeth.’


I nodded.


‘We will hardly need so much space,’ Father went on. ‘After all, we are only two.’


‘Three,’ said Zenobia. ‘We are three.’ And she unloosed a button from her cuff and let it fall to the carpet.




Step Two: Find a Spare Button in your Sewing Box or Unloose one from About your Person. Drop it to the floor and let it Remain There for fifteen minutes at a Minimum. If, on your return, it has Disappeared, it has likely been taken by a Spirit. Spirits are forever losing their Buttons and will therefore take any that they see Unattended.





Mrs Purswell looked at me, thoughtfully. ‘The blue guest bedroom then, sir?’ she said at last.


‘The blue guest bedroom,’ said Father, ‘will do very well.’




*





The first dinner in the new house was mostly silent. Father sat at one end of the long polished table. Zenobia and I sat at the other. The dining room was dark and shadowy in its corners. From one of these corners, Mrs Purswell materialised. Her apron was very white against the darkness.


‘I expect –’ she ladled soup into bowls – ‘you’ll want something light after your journey.’


The soup was pale green. An exploratory stirring revealed weedy leaves floating through it. I brought a spoonful to my mouth, but before I could taste it, Zenobia cleared her throat.


‘Father,’ I said. And again, when he made no sign he had heard me, ‘Father!’


His voice came down the table, faint and irritated. ‘Yes?’


I angled my head at the place beside me. He looked, for a second, tired. Then he said, ‘Very well, Elizabeth. Mrs Purswell?’


The shadows in the corner shifted and thickened and Mrs Purswell stepped out of them again. ‘I hope it’s not too much trouble,’ said Father, ‘but we need an extra setting by Elizabeth. Zenobia has joined us for dinner.’


‘Of course, sir.’ Mrs Purswell laid another bowl and spoon beside me. I liked her better for the incurious way she accepted Zenobia’s presence.


Zenobia took up her spoon. She admired her reflection, first convex then concave, in its surface. Then she bit down on it hard. ‘Nice,’ she said. ‘Real silver.’ She pressed the bowl of the spoon into the deep hollow of her eye socket and grinned. ‘The kind they lie on dead men’s eyes.’


‘That’s not really dinner-table conversation,’ I told her, just like Mother used to tell Father in the old house whenever he talked too long about photosynthesis.


Zenobia looked at me. She looked down the table at Father, whose eyes never lifted from his soup bowl. She looked at me again. ‘It’s the only conversation, in case you hadn’t noticed,’ she said. ‘You may as well not be here –’ she jerked the spoon in Father’s direction – ‘as far as he’s concerned.’


My stomach twisted. I didn’t want Zenobia’s words to be true.


‘You’re wrong,’ I said and I searched about for something to say to Father.


I raised myself up in my chair and made my voice very loud. ‘Do you find the house much changed, Father?’


Father addressed his reply to his soup. ‘It is just as it was. Perhaps a little dustier.’


‘It must hold a lot of memories for you,’ I prompted.


He looked up, spoon poised.


‘The house.’ My voice cracked. ‘The house must be full of memories. From when you were a child.’


‘Ah,’ he said, and he steered another weedy spoonful under his moustache.


‘I suppose,’ I went on, changing tack, ‘you’ll start your work tomorrow.’


At the museum Father had been head of the Botanic Department. His resignation and his return to Witheringe Green would allow him to begin work on a new project: a new system for the classification of native ferns and wildflowers. The old system, in his opinion, had room for improvement.


‘I expect to begin fieldwork shortly,’ he said.


After this there was only the sound of our spoons sloshing through soup and clinking on the bottoms of our bowls.


Zenobia put her elbows on the table. ‘The button is gone,’ she said.


A gust of wind blew the chandelier above us back and forth. Zenobia’s face went bright and then shadowed and then bright again with the swaying light.


‘I’ve checked all the cobwebs as well,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t hard. Witheringe House is abundant with cobwebs.’




Step Three: If your house is Inhabited by Spiders, observe their Cobwebs closely. A Spider will usually make its Gossamer Web by weaving in a Clockwise Direction. But Spiders are creatures Sensitive to the Presence of Spirits and if a Spirit is nearby, a Spider will weave its Web Widdershins.





‘And are they?’ I asked.


‘Widdershins,’ she said. ‘Definitely widdershins.’


Zenobia took out her watch, opened its case, and laid it flat on the table. It was two minutes to eight. She watched its second hand tick twice around its face. Then she took up her fork, tested the tines on her finger, and held it in the air.


Of course. Step Four.




Step Four: With a Tuning Fork if you are able to Procure One, or a Salad Fork if you are not, Test for Spirit Vibrations in the Air at the time when the clock Strikes the Hour. The small spaces in time between one Hour and Another are the times when the veil that divides our Waking World from the World of the Spirits is at its most Permeable: the closer to Midnight the Hour, the thinner the Veil between Worlds.





Zenobia’s watch showed eight o’clock exactly. The chiming of a clock in another room started. The fork in Zenobia’s hand juddered and she dropped it on the table.


The fork on the mahogany roused Father. ‘Are you feeling all right, Elizabeth?’ he asked.


‘Fine,’ I replied. But this was a lie. I was far from fine. In the old house, Zenobia had never got as far as Step Four. And this meant she had never progressed to Step Five. And Step Five didn’t bear thinking about.




Step Five: If, having carried out these first Four Steps, you are Satisfied that you have Indeed Located a Mysterious Presence at work around you, it is Time to continue to the Fifth and Most Crucial Step in the process. For further information, Read On to the next chapter: Communing with the Spirit World (The Keys to Holding a Successful Séance).





Would Zenobia really hold a séance?


‘We certainly will,’ she told me. ‘Tonight.’


‘You’ve gone quite pale,’ said Father. ‘I expect you’re tired. Why don’t you go to bed?’


It was not a suggestion.




*





Mrs Purswell showed me into the blue guest bedroom. Then she nodded and closed the door behind her. Her footsteps faded down the hallway. I looked around. ‘It’s very blue,’ I said at last.


‘Too blue.’ Zenobia wrinkled her nose. ‘I detest the colour blue.’


‘You detest all colours,’ I reminded her.


‘Not true. I like black.’


‘Black’s not a colour.’


‘I like certain shades of grey. And I like red. Not bright red. Red the colour of old blood. But there are none of those colours here.’


‘No. Just blue.’


The wallpaper was a blue stripe and the curtains, along with the quilt that matched them, were a slippery sea-blue. The glass shade of the lamp was the blue colour of a medicine bottle and it gave a sick glow to everything it lit. Even the carpet was covered with faded blue flowers.


Zenobia put her hands to her head. ‘Do you think, Elizabeth, a person can be allergic to the colour blue?’


‘Perhaps not allergic, exactly.’


Zenobia sighed dramatically. ‘The sooner we put out the light the better,’ she said.


‘Will it be held in the dark, then?’ My voice wobbled.


‘Of course it will be held in the dark,’ she said. ‘It’s a séance.’


My heart wobbled. According to Father there were no such thing as ghosts.


I took a long time washing and dressing for bed.


There were old perfume bottles and tonic bottles – relics from past guests I imagined – scattered around the washbasin. I picked these up one by one. I put my nose to them or inspected the long-calcified powders they contained.


According to Father, ghosts were the products of hysterical imaginations.


I washed my neck and behind my ears. I unwound my hair from its two plaits and raked it through with my fingers.


According to Father, Zenobia was the product of my hysterical imagination.


And yet I could hear her behind me. Turning the pages of her book.


‘Now, Madame Lucent tells us,’ she said:




‘A séance is the meeting point between Our World and the World Beyond. A Crossroads at which we can Command the Spirits and be Commanded by them!





‘And – ooh! – this is interesting, Elizabeth. Listen.




‘Friends, when you Conduct a Séance, Expect only the Unexpected! Perhaps your Spirit is in Want of no more than Polite Conversation on a Topic such as the Weather. Perhaps your Spirit will make the Walls about You drip with Blood!





‘I wonder what sort of a Spirit ours will be. If it does prove to be the blood-dripping kind –’


‘Don’t, Zenobia!’


‘I was only going to say it might improve the wallpaper.’


I splashed my face with water. In the dust-spotted mirror I saw that I looked scared, so I tried to make myself look brave.


When I turned from my reflection I saw Zenobia had laid the necessary equipment on the carpet. A stubby candle in its holder. A matchbook. A length of twine. A silver ring. And the Ouija board, made from thin balsa wood and printed with the letters of the alphabet. On the board’s right side was marked the word ‘Yes’ and on its left side ‘No’.


‘Could you turn out the light, Elizabeth?’ Zenobia said and she struck a match on the side of the matchbook.


‘Couldn’t we –’


‘Couldn’t we what?’


‘Couldn’t we keep the light on?’


‘If we must,’ she said. She cupped the candle so the flame would take, and she shook the match down to a thin ribbon of smoke.


I sank down to the carpet. I bunched my nightgown in my hands so tight my fingers went white.


Zenobia smiled at me through the candle flame. Then she threaded the silver ring on to the length of twine. She held it, with the ring swaying in the air above the wooden board.


‘Let us begin,’ she said.
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